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Praise for FUSION

“Leaders everywhere are trying to build great brands, but few realize how powerfully brands are shaped by the cultures of their organizations. This compelling book shows how to connect the image you present to the outside world with the values and norms that operate inside your world of work.”

—Adam Grant, New York Times bestselling
author of Originals and Give and Take

“Denise Lee Yohn hit a home run with her first book, What Great Brands Do. Now she’s written FUSION and it is just as provocative. Denise proves beyond a shadow of a doubt that great companies are powered by brand-culture fusion. I highly recommend this book!”

—Ken Blanchard, Coauthor, The New One Minute Manager,®
Coeditor, Servant Leadership in Action

“Denise Lee Yohn’s FUSION should be on every business leader’s reading list. It provides the much-needed antidote to the culture and leadership crisis corporate America is experiencing.”

—Marshall Goldsmith, Thinkers50
#1 Leadership Thinker in the World

“Denise Lee Yohn’s extensive research, insightful analysis, and gift of storytelling make FUSION a practical and inspiring guide to building a great brand and a great culture.”

—Philip Kotler, S.C. Johnson & Son Distinguished
Professor of International Marketing,
Kellogg School of Management

“Denise Lee Yohn is back with another breakthrough! FUSION cracks the code on culture-building and reveals how outstanding companies use their corporate cultures as a competitive advantage. It’s a must-read!”

—Verne Harnish, Founder, Entrepreneurs’ Organization (EO),
Author, Scaling Up (Rockefeller Habits 2.0)

“Few really know how to create an outstanding corporate culture. Denise Lee Yohn takes you behind the scenes at some of the world’s greatest organizations and pulls the curtain back on the strategies that enable them to attract and motivate the best talent.”

—Tiffani Bova, Growth and Innovation Evangelist, Salesforce

“I have spent a lifetime creating and building brands based on ideas-based leadership cultures. FUSION explains it all. Bravo Denise.”

—Kevin Roberts, Author, Lovemarks

“The relationship between internal and external brands and culture is a relevant topic which Denise Lee Yohn has thoroughly explored. FUSION presents great ideas and examples that can provide any leader or company an opportunity to rethink the way they go to market.”

—Mark Levy, former global head of
Employee Experience, Airbnb

“Denise Lee Yohn has an uncanny knack for pulling the curtain back on the strategies that enable today’s most-successful companies to consistently produce market-leading results. If you’re an executive or leader who wants to take your organization to the very top, then you owe it to yourself to read this book and then share the lessons you learn with your team.”

—Peter Economy, Inc.com’s The Leadership Guy

“FUSION tackles one of the most important and surprising aspects of a strong brand: company culture. Yohn builds a compelling case that will make leaders everywhere want to achieve brand-culture fusion. Highly-recommended!”

—Skip Prichard, Author, The Book of Mistakes,
and Leadership Insights blogger

“Denise is the first brand expert to bridge two powerful, yet apparently disconnected areas of business and management: Culture & Brand . . . FUSION is a history-making book, an essential read for every businessperson driving change.”

—Eduardo P. Braun, leadership expert, Author,
People First Leadership
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INTRODUCTION

GREAT COMPANIES ARE POWERED BY BRAND-CULTURE FUSION


“Bruising.”

“Relentless.”

“Painful.”

“Frequent combat.”

“Burn and churn.”



No one would fault you for thinking a company with a workplace culture described in these harsh terms is destined for failure. Yet, one such company recently nearly doubled its operating income, increased its annual revenue by 27 percent, and turned in its eighth straight quarter of profitability.1 What’s more, the company tops the lists of many customer service awards, holds the No. 2 spot on LinkedIn’s Top Companies list to work for,2 and added more than 85,000 employees in 2016.3

That company is Amazon—and the scathing comments I quote above were part of a 2015 New York Times article examining its workplace. The piece reported on the “sometimes-punishing aspects” of Amazon’s culture and its “purposeful Darwinism” approach to managing staff. It shared stories of employees crying at their desks, suffering from incredible stress, struggling to keep up with the intense pace at Amazon—or being fired for failing to meet the exacting standards and metrics set by management.4

Not surprisingly, the article stirred up an emotional response. Some readers and former employees called the retailer a workplace bully. But others came to Amazon’s defense, notably some existing employees. Many commented on the thrill of working in such a fast-paced environment, on how much they learned in a short time, on how grateful they were to be pushed to excel, and on the pride they felt achieving innovations once thought impossible.5

Amazon’s workplace culture is not for everyone—that much was exposed by the article. But its own employees’ response revealed something else: a company’s culture does not need to be “warm and fuzzy” to be effective. If you look beyond the attention-grabbing elements of the New York Times article, you see that the company’s constant drive for innovation, rooted in a competitive, demanding, exacting organizational culture, has a lot to do with its success. What some describe as a “gladiator culture”6 is the very way CEO Jeff Bezos and other company leaders ensure Amazon managers clearly define their goals and meet them. Standards that seem unreasonably high are the tools by which Amazon managers drive their teams to deliver ever-increasing levels of service to customers.

But Amazon doesn’t succeed simply because of its supposedly “brutal” or high-demanding culture any more than a company would succeed by promoting a culture that coddles employees. The company succeeds because it has a single, unifying drive behind its internal culture and its external brand. Amazon’s distinctive organizational culture fosters a performance-driven environment that fires up employees to innovate in pursuit of an outstanding, continuously-improving customer experience. Its brand identity is based on delivering that same disruptively innovative customer experience.

It is the fusion of Amazon’s culture and brand that powers this amazing company. Everyone is singularly focused on one thing: excellence on behalf of the customer. No one needs to expend extra energy figuring out what to do or how to behave to achieve what Amazon wants its brand to stand for in the world. Customers have rewarded the organization’s single determination with their esteem, loyalty, and more importantly, dollars. And employees have recognized Amazon’s distinct culture by making it one of the most desired companies to work for.

Amazon is a perfect example of what I call brand-culture fusion—the full integration and alignment of external brand identity and internal organizational culture that explains the success of the world’s greatest companies. Instead of treating brand and culture as separate entities, savvy business leaders like Amazon’s Bezos power their companies’ performance by fusing together their brand and culture. You can too.

THE UNSUNG DRIVERS OF BUSINESS

In nuclear physics, fusion is the reaction that happens when two atomic nuclei come together. Nuclear fusion releases large amounts of energy—it’s what powers the sun. When fused, the two nuclei create something entirely new.

In the same way, you can unleash great power when you fuse together your organization’s two nuclei: your culture—the way the people in your organization behave and the attitudes and beliefs that inform them (i.e., “the way we do things around here”)—and your brand or brand identity, how your organization is understood by customers and other stakeholders. Culture involves so much more than perks and parties, and brands are built by so much more than ads and public relations. But until recently, culture and brand were often seen as the “soft stuff” in business, often relegated to human resources and marketing efforts, respectively. Today, many leaders are starting to recognize what astute ones have known all along: culture and brand are the nuclei of their organizations, the biggest drivers of the hard results they must produce every day.

Culture is not incidental or incremental to business performance—it is instrumental. In People First Leadership: How the Best Leaders Use Culture and Emotion to Drive Unprecedented Results, Eduardo Braun, former director of the World Business Forum, shares his experience interviewing business leaders from around the world. He was struck as he heard leader after leader—from Jack Welch, GE’s former CEO, to Virgin Group founder Richard Branson—point to culture as their primary competitive advantage. Their common refrain, he writes, was, “Culture multiplies results.”7 Braun goes on to recount the words of Jim Collins, the best-selling author on leadership. In the prologue of Dream Big by Cristiane Correa, Collins explains that “culture is not part of the strategy. Culture is the strategy.”8

When Herb Kelleher, founder and former CEO of Southwest Airlines, was asked what differentiated his airline—which had posted forty-four consecutive years of profits while never executing a layoff—from other companies, he pointed to Southwest’s culture as its key competitive advantage. “Our competitors can get all the hardware,” he said. “I mean, Boeing will sell them the planes. But it’s the software, so to speak—the people—that’s hard to imitate.”9 Data from the Great Place to Work organization supports all these leaders’ beliefs in the power of a strong culture. The data shows great workplaces benefit from stronger financial performance, reduced turnover, and better customer satisfaction than their peers.10

Culture is a powerful antidote to the unprecedented threats most organizations face today. A large body of research has shown that a lack of employee engagement plagues today’s business world. Most notably, in 2017, the Gallup organization found that 70 percent of workers are unengaged. A healthy culture helps increase employee engagement and productivity—and the likelihood employees will stay at a company.11 Many businesses also operate in sectors where a war for talent rages, and ratings on websites like LinkedIn and Glassdoor greatly influence prospective employees’ perceptions of companies. An attractive culture can be a powerful magnet to compel the best candidates to join a company.

As they have with culture, savvy business leaders are learning to see their brands as value creation tools. Companies with strong brands operate more profitably and are valued at levels much higher than their estimated future cash flows and assets alone would suggest. Having worked on some of the world’s greatest brands, including Sony, Frito-Lay, and Oakley, I’ve witnessed firsthand how a strong brand can become the key weapon in a company’s competitive arsenal. As market saturation has made it increasingly difficult for any one company to sustain product leadership over time and to differentiate its brand on product features or performance alone, a definitive brand identity expressed through superior customer experiences can help build long-term customer relationships and maintain higher profit margins.

Independently, culture and brand are powerful, often unsung, business drivers. But when you fuse the two—when you create an interdependent and mutually reinforcing relationship between how your organization thinks and acts on the inside and how it is perceived and experienced on the outside—you create new growth that isn’t possible by simply cultivating one or the other alone.

THE POWER OF FUSION

Fully integrating and aligning your brand and culture produces meaningful, powerful results that affect your whole business. First, brand-culture fusion aligns your workforce, increasing the efficiency of your entire organization and the quality of your outcomes. Your people are less likely to function at cross-purposes or to use conflicting standards when working toward a clear, common goal.

Second, fusing together your brand and culture improves your organization’s competitive advantage because it enables you to produce intangible value that is difficult to copy. Competitors may be able to match what you offer to customers and employees, but it’s much harder for them to embody the unique why and how of what you do. As people increasingly make decisions about which companies to work for or to buy from based on meaning and shared values, deliberately linking your brand to your culture can increase your organization’s perceived relevance, differentiation, and appeal.

Brand-culture fusion also ensures the authenticity of your brand. Customers are more savvy today. They see advertising rhetoric for what it is, and they no longer accept brands at face value. They are skeptical about the claims companies make. They want authenticity—brands that live up to their promises and stated ideals. But most companies simply slap “authenticity” on their list of brand attributes and try to engage customers superficially via social media to appear more humane or relatable. These efforts to create a more authentic brand image rarely convince customers. People don’t want brands to appear authentic, they want brands to demonstrate that they actually are authentic in the way they operate and the customer experiences they deliver. By aligning and integrating your culture and brand, you truly are on the inside what you say you are on the outside—and you pass the customer test of brand authenticity.

Finally, and perhaps most important, brand-culture fusion allows you to move your organization toward its vision more successfully, since it provides a common motivation and focus for everyone in your organization. When you align the values and behaviors of your employees with what is expected and experienced by your customers, you attract and retain employees who feel an emotional commitment to your company and brand. They understand the meaning behind their work, so they work hard to fulfill the company’s purpose. They feel more connected to other employees because everyone is united by common goals. And they feel more connected to your customers because they understand and believe in the ultimate value your organization wants to create for those customers.

As powerful as brand-culture fusion is to a company, its absence can affect an organization more strongly—even if that impact is less immediate and obvious.

When your brand and culture are not aligned and integrated, your culture-building efforts are likely to go to waste. Many leaders are led to think that they must pamper and pander to their staff because conventional wisdom says that employees are your greatest asset. But as Gregg Lederman, CEO of the employee engagement firm Brand Integrity, observes, they’re not: “The right employees who have the passion and knowledge to do the right things at work are.”12

Start-ups, for example, are notorious for taking extraordinary measures to create a “fun” workplace environment and to give “cool” benefits to employees—like providing free lunches, stocking their break rooms with beer kegs and foosball tables, or offering free gym memberships. There is nothing wrong with providing great perks for your employees and being generous with your benefits.* But while these perks might do a great job of making people feel good, they alone do not necessarily build a culture that cultivates the specific behaviors and skills that a company needs to succeed. Social media software start-up Buffer, for example, struggled to achieve profitability because its openhanded cultural practices, including offering extra vacation days and paying for yoga classes, ate away at cash flow instead of producing employees who were prepared to deliver great customer experiences.13

If your culture and brand are mismatched, you can also end up with happy, productive employees who produce the wrong results. Many well-known brands have engaged me to improve their brand position and increase their competitive advantage. I’ve helped many well-known brands build their brands and realize strong gains. But they’re often held back from sustained success by a culture that’s out of step with their desired brand identity.

At a large grocery store chain I worked with, for example, employees were steeped in a culture that valued efficiency and productivity. As the industry shifted toward customer service and merchandising, the company needed to make its brand known more for the service and experience it offered. But its employees were so focused on increasing inventory turns and sales per square foot that the company fell behind. The culture of this organization, though vibrant and vital, was holding it back from serving its customers well, evolving its brand image, and therefore thriving in the long run.

Ultimately, a disconnect between what your organization values on the inside and how it is perceived on the outside can damage customer relationships. This is precisely what happened when a former employee wrote a blog post exposing a culture of sexism and sexual harassment at Uber. Beyond being offensive in general, the revelations about Uber’s organizational culture offended customers to such a great degree in part because they uncovered the disconnect between what they loved about Uber’s brand identity—its populist ethos, progressive character, and heroic role—and the discriminatory, primitive, and predatory behavior that characterized Uber’s internal operations. The lack of alignment and integrity between Uber’s culture and brand eroded its customers’ trust and esteem of the company. In comparison, the highly competitive culture that the New York Times exposed at Amazon ultimately made sense to customers who, whether they approved of it or not, could see how the company’s culture produced the benefits they enjoyed.*

WHY COMPANIES FAIL TO BUILD GREAT BRANDS AND CULTIVATE GREAT CULTURES

I’ve been helping companies of all sizes and types accelerate their growth by building strong brands for more than twenty-five years. In that time, I’ve discovered that, despite the incredible value of an integrated and aligned brand and culture, most organizations not only separate them as if the two have nothing to do with each other, but also go about building and cultivating them the wrong way.

When it comes to building brands, leaders typically expect their marketing departments to promote awareness, create images, and send messages. The high visibility of advertising and promotions—and the pervasiveness of social media channels in recent years—gives them the impression that they should, indeed, elevate the brand communication function. But growth in brand equity and influence comes from an entirely different way of thinking about and using brands: it comes from leaders driving everything their organization does with a clear, focused, distinctive brand identity—what they want the brand to be known for.

In other words, great brands are built from the inside out. The power of a business to create value in the world is unleashed from inside the organization, not by promoting an image on the outside. You build a great brand by operationalizing it—by using your brand purpose, values, and positioning to develop strategy and guide operations, so that your brand isn’t just what you say, it’s what you do.

My first book, What Great Brands Do: The Seven Brand-Building Principles that Separate the Best from the Rest, unpacked this powerful “brand-as-business” management approach to brand-building. I explained that when you start brand-building inside your organization, you unleash your brand’s full potential. After the book was published, I heard from so many leaders who had discovered that closing the gap between building their brands and managing their businesses was the secret to brand success they had been searching for.

With FUSION, I hope to crack the code to culture-building for you in a similar way. Culture-building is all too often misunderstood. As I’ve spoken to executives around the world over the past decade, I’ve met leaders who incorrectly assume that there is a “right” kind of culture—a warm and benevolent one—that works in all companies to produce happy, productive employees. I’ve met leaders who champion culture-building tactics that don’t align with or even seem relevant to their business goals. Leaders who think culture-building is exclusively the purview of the human resources department to work on through recruiting, training and development, compensation, and benefits. Leaders who try to improve their culture by giving employees perks and throwing parties, which these days are mere table stakes for most employees. Leaders who believe culture is out of their control—that it grows organically—so they shrug off any responsibility for cultivating it at all.

It is true that culture can’t be imposed. As a leader, you can’t force people to think or behave a certain way. And the role of culture is changing. Paul Michelman, editor in chief of MIT Sloan Management Review, argues in a piece titled “The End of Corporate Culture as We Know It” that “when we look ahead to life in the digital matrix, there is reason to question culture’s role. Our relationships to institutions will become increasingly defined by the activity in which we are engaged at any given time. . . . We will weave in and out of relationships, working interchangeably with those who belong to the same organization and those who do not.” He concludes that such an environment has less need for conformity and that the tools meant to reinforce consistency of behavior can transform culture “from a motor to an anchor.”14

His point raises an important distinction: Your culture should produce unity, not uniformity, within your workforce. You want to set up your organization to operate in a particular, but not necessarily predictable, fashion. Your approach should be to lay down guardrails that prescribe boundaries, not tracks that dictate behavior. But you absolutely can and should set the conditions to cultivate an organizational culture that deeply influences the way your employees perform daily.

If you have responsibility and oversight for the core operations of your business and set the tone and direction for your company—either as a leader or C-level executive of your organization—then this book is for you. I hope FUSION will change the attitudes about building brand and culture of managers at all levels of an organization, but as with all corporate priorities, leadership is required from the top. While human resources and marketing executives, who see an opportunity to make a bigger impact on their companies can use the insights and tools in this book to integrate their efforts, they alone cannot drive the change of the scope that’s required to achieve brand-culture fusion. Only you at the top of your organization can make brand-culture fusion a priority by setting top strategies to support it, directing resources and attention to it, and holding your people accountable for achieving it.

You must accept the challenge to lead your organization to greatness. That doesn’t mean, though, that you need to cultivate a “nice” culture or the one “right” culture that helps every company succeed—there’s no such thing. Every organization is different and so is its culture. A culture that fuels one company’s brand-culture fusion might backfire completely at yours. Amazon’s Bezos explained it best in his 2015 letter to shareholders. He wrote, “If it’s a distinctive culture, it will fit certain people like a custom-made glove. . . . We never claim that our approach is the right one—just that it’s ours—and over the last two decades, we’ve collected a large group of like-minded people. Folks who find our approach energizing and meaningful.”15

You must cultivate a distinct culture that is fully aligned with your brand identity—that is so well integrated with it that it is hard to distinguish what you do internally from who you say you are externally. Cultivating such culture will allow you to achieve the kind of brand-culture fusion that has propelled companies like Amazon to greatness.

I wrote this book to show you how.

A BLUEPRINT FOR BRAND-CULTURE FUSION

FUSION examines some of the world’s greatest organizations and reverse engineers their greatness. By unpacking case studies, sharing insights from interviews with industry leaders, reporting on findings from respected academic research, and drawing on my experience working with extraordinary brands across a broad range of sectors, including retail, healthcare, packaged goods, and technology, I explain how great companies achieve the brand-culture fusion that creates extraordinary results and growth so that you can, too.

In Part 1, I show you how to lay the groundwork for brand-culture fusion, starting with identifying and clearly articulating a single overarching purpose and one set of core values of your organization, the focus of Chapter 1, Set Your Sole Purpose and Core Values. In Chapter 2, Assess Your Brand-Culture Fusion, I then explain how to determine your “desired culture”—the culture you ought to cultivate to support and advance your brand identity—or the brand identity you’d like to evolve to. You’ll also have an opportunity to assess how far off you are from your desired culture and to pinpoint where you need to make changes in your brand or culture (or both) to fuse them together.

The final step in laying the foundation for brand-culture fusion—taking ownership of the process—is laid out in Chapter 3, Lead the Change. As a leader of your organization, you must take responsibility for achieving fusion. Even if implementing specific changes to produce fusion falls to the leaders of functional areas, you must initiate and champion them across the board. And you must ensure all other leaders and managers are actively engaged in and accountable for cultivating the desired culture and making on-brand decisions.

In Part 2, I provide five strategies for aligning brand and culture. If your company is like most, your culture is probably less developed or defined than your brand. That’s why the first four strategies focus on cultivating your desired culture by aligning it with your existing brand identity as the main path to achieve brand-culture fusion. The final strategy—designed with companies that have a well-entrenched or powerful culture in mind—focuses on leveraging your existing culture to change your brand and thus align both. The five strategies are:


1.  Organize and Operate On-Brand: Implement an organizational design and run your operations to give your organization the structure and processes necessary to operationalize your culture.

2.  Create Culture-Changing Employee Experiences: Deliberately design and manage your company’s employee experience—just as you would customer experiences—so that every facet of an employee’s journey throughout his or her connection to your organization encourages and enables your desired culture.

3.  Sweat the Small Stuff: Ensure even the most mundane or minute aspect of your organization—from its “rituals” and “artifacts” (things your organization regularly does and creates to commemorate or symbolize important achievements or events) to its policies and procedures—advances and supports your desired culture.

4.  Ignite Your Transformation: Use employee brand engagement tactics—stage employee brand engagement experiences, launch creative communications campaigns, and develop and deploy employee brand engagement toolkits—to kick-start the fusion process and then to regain focus and momentum when necessary.

5.  Build Your Brand from the Inside Out: If your culture is so powerful or established that it doesn’t make sense to try to change it to achieve brand-culture fusion, leverage your existing culture to define or re-define your brand identity.



For each of these strategies, I’ll provide analyses and tools and share the stories of great organizations—including Airbnb, Adobe, Nike, MGM Resorts, Salesforce, and many more—that have successfully integrated their brands and cultures, so you can be inspired and equipped to achieve brand-culture fusion at your company. Leading companies like Starbucks, Southwest Airlines, and Virgin Group have been implementing these strategies for years, but no one has examined their successes through the lens of brand and culture alignment and integration, nor has anyone deconstructed the process for achieving it . . . until now.

After reading FUSION, you will know how to cultivate a unique, flourishing culture that:


•  Creates continuity and consistency by perpetuating key norms across your people and over time

•  Reduces uncertainty and confusion by establishing a guide to action for your people

•  Creates social meaning and order within your organization by making clear what is expected of your staff and why

•  Builds a collective identity and commitment by binding your employees together

•  Produces the capability for customer experience excellence by fostering the necessary mindset, decisions, and behaviors

•  Makes possible your vision of the future by energizing your organization and moving it toward your goals



I’m excited to lay out the complete blueprint for brand-culture fusion that I’ve discovered.

EVERY ORGANIZATION NEEDS FUSION

Certain circumstances present a clear call for brand-culture fusion:


•  You’re being outperformed in your category.

•  Your brand value seems to be declining.

•  You’re experiencing high turnover or low recruitment success.

•  Your employee or customer surveys show lots of room for improvement.

•  Your financial performance is shaky or unpredictable.



Perhaps you are experiencing some—or all—of these issues right now. They usually result from a weak culture, weak brand, or both—and you can fix the problem by building strong brand-culture alignment and integration. To get started, you need little more
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